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They say the truth will set you free, but what they neglect to mention is what happens when the truth isn’t what you want to hear.
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introduction


I’m a private person, ironically. “Ironic” because I’m in the business of public disclosure, and I’m part of a generation that shares everything. Aside from my daily social posts that allow glimpses into my life, I tend to keep my thoughts, opinions, and words to myself—relatively speaking. Now, if you get me around the few people I trust, I’ll say just about anything that comes to mind. Anything. So don’t try me. I’ll let my mind spill its contents like a cup with no lid, whether those contents are applicable to the moment or not. I’ll dish it all.


    On the flip side, where the general public is concerned, I often remain silent. I like to think of myself as a listener—an observer. I enjoy absorbing information and analyzing my surroundings, even down to the color of the shoes the girl across the room is wearing (mustard). It’s more by choice than habit. I derive a strange thrill from noticing the details of my surroundings, and I always have.


But there’s also a dark underpinning to my silence. Sometimes, I can’t decide if what I’m thinking is what others want to know. Do people really care that some strange girl across the room is wearing mustard-colored shoes? I’m putting my money on the answer being no. If I voice my thoughts, will it disturb the atmosphere? Upset the dynamics of the present moment? Is my input even worth sharing?


I think I think too much (as will become clear in the pages ahead), but that’s who I am, and that’s what I’m here to share: my perspective, intimate musings, odd observations, intense moments, and the interior dialogue I reserve for only myself and a select few. This book is filled with short essays. Observations. Poems. Thoughts. Feelings. Ups. Downs. And the in-betweens. I’d like to think of this book as a scrapbook of my mind. A collection of small vulnerabilities. A harmony of notes to self.


Growing up and discovering independence brings with it the realization that this world is not all cotton candy and giggles. When we let go of our security blankets—parents, siblings, childhood home, and familiar surroundings—and stand on our own two feet—being accountable, minimizing negative consequences, and navigating life’s everyday challenges on our own—the more we see society’s true colors, and the more we become aware of what really goes on behind seemingly perfect but staged scenes: the social masks we all wear, the brave fronts we put up, and the curated personas that don’t align with who we truly are.


I’m saying this from a place of dramatic privilege, and I don’t mean to come across like I have it hard, or have all the answers. But I’m speaking from a plethora of experiences that, while particular to me, might be relevant to you as well. I’ve managed to fake it this far and, somehow, I’ve been able to make it work.


I’m a twenty-four-year-old man, and in my six years of adulthood, I’ve experienced some of the highest highs this world has to offer. I’ve traveled to more than a dozen countries in the past two years, become the CEO of three individual companies, made an incredible living, met some of the most amazing people I believe this world has to offer, and accidentally fallen head over heels in love along the way. Each experience, and accompanying learning curve, has shaped me into the person I am today, opening my eyes and altering my point of view in ways I never thought possible. But not every day is a good day.


During my journey as a young gay man who deals with mild depression, anxiety, and frequent self-inflicted mental abuse—worries, insecurities, defeatist thinking—I’ve been in the dirt and trudged through the lowest of low periods. I’ve been depressed to the point of entertaining irrational thoughts to end it all. I’ve been used and mistreated for personal gain. I’ve been broken up with, and left broken. I’ve gone through what I know to be my darkest moments. But I’m not here to throw a pity party or complain; I’m only here to share. Because it’s through the universal experiences of life that we can all connect and relate to each other. For me, the only way to climb out of the pits I sometimes find myself in is through the guidance and assistance of others. Our words, our firsthand experiences, our shared truths can form ladders. And bring hope to others.


Yes, on the surface, I’ve had an exceptional life so far, and I couldn’t be more grateful for every second. But if you allow me to dive deeper, you’ll see that I, like everyone else, struggle. I’m imperfect. Flawed. Damaged and broken at times. But human. And I try to embrace this existence for what it is: a beautiful mess.


Without the “worst,” the “best” wouldn’t taste as sweet. No sailor, no fisherman, no captain of a ship has ever earned his stripes on calm waters. Storms, internal and external, enable me to develop my character and become stronger. Of course, it’s easy to assume that money, fame, and luxury can win over sadness, but that’s far from the truth. I really wish it were true. I do. I wish those benefits took away the stress of others constantly watching, talking, assuming, examining, judging, scrutinizing, bashing, and shaming—which is something that everyone deals with, whether they’re in the public eye or not. I wish I didn’t let the words of others stick with me for so long. I wish my thoughts weren’t self-defeating at times. But when I leap into wormholes of utter negativity, it’s difficult to find my way back out . . . and status, success, and good fortune don’t provide a ladder out of the pit.


If my first book, A Work in Progress, was a reflection of my external life so far, then this follow-up is a reflection of my interior life right now, and all the things that concern me—not so much a continuation of my story but more of a deepening. I’m here to spew my madness on the page and, perhaps, make a little sense of it along the way. Writing is my therapy. Sorting it out has, in the end, proven cathartic.


Much of what you’re about to read was written in the heat of the moment. The darkest passages came to me with tears in my eyes and darkness clouding my mind. The happiest of times were recorded moments after they happened, if only to preserve them in text. My words were placed on paper—or tapped into my phone—when certain thoughts, emotions, and inspirations hit home. I’ve tried to maintain that rawness and sense of authenticity throughout. If you read a piece on its own, you might say it doesn’t make sense or seems random, but when taken all together, these pieces form my grasp on reality.


I’m just trying to be honest and shed light on what’s real to me. This is life: confusing, difficult, stressful, filled with heightened emotions and irrational actions and decisions. We don’t always mean what we say, and we don’t always say what we believe, but I wanted to capture these moments nevertheless, without the polish of hindsight.


What you’re about to read is the closest thing to my heart and soul that I have ever produced for anyone else to read. I’m cracking the door open a little wider. It’s not as self-edited as A Work in Progress was; after all, that was my first memoir—the way I wanted to be seen. No. This is an open diary. This gives my insides a voice through visuals and poetry; this is me spilled out on paper.


Each and every one of us experiences the human condition. That is our great equalizer, our common ground, our reason for empathy. We live in a curative space of perfection, especially in today’s world. I’m not happy a lot of the time, and I feel shame about that. It’s been hard for me to find another open soul to confide in and relate my story to. Until now, perhaps. This one is for you. But, more importantly, this one is for me.
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welcome to my happy place


It’s 7:43 p.m. A brisk breeze sweeps over one of the highest peaks in view, into the valley below, and back to where it originated in the clouded sky. I’m nothing but calm right now. The cool air smells and feels so pure. It’s that nice kind of cold that isn’t too cold, creating a post-sunset chill that feels just right. Goose bumps cover my arms and legs, but I don’t care that my shorts and T-shirt now seem ill-considered. I don’t care because, honestly, how could I? How could I think of anything else beyond the beauty that lies in front of me?


    This is one of those places I’ve longed to visit but, for some reason, have never made the extra effort to see, even though it’s just a fifteen-minute drive outside of San Francisco. But today, today I made the trip. I promised myself when I woke up this morning that I’d be here when the sun went down, and I’m holding myself accountable to that intention, to park my butt on this grassy hill overlooking the Golden Gate Bridge and the famous bay it spans.


The moment I stepped out of the car after being dropped off, I smiled more than I have in months, and I’m not exaggerating. Finally, after all these years, I was seeing this amazing landmark paired with a setting sun so vibrant—almost loud, in a way—that it would put all others to shame. I couldn’t help but giggle, like a giddy kid on Christmas morning, filled from my feet to my ears with utter joy. This might sound super-silly and slightly overstated to the average person, but not to me. No, no. Because for the longest time, I had imagined what it would be like for me to be here, in this very spot, in this happy place—a hunch that turns out to be right.


I’m unplugged. Disconnected from everything but this moment. Not a single distraction. Not a single care. It’s just me and this view. There’s nowhere else in the entire world I want to be as I, along with groups of tourists, climb the hill to see the bridge in its full, golden glory.


I gasp, genuinely overcome with awe at the magnificent sight. The bridge is MASSIVE. I can’t believe humans made this. The light from the setting sun drenches the sky in color, forming a warm backdrop for the bridge. Streaks of red, orange, pink, and blue. I remind myself that this beautiful scene is changing every minute, and I need to take in every stage—be present for every single moment. I become consumed with capturing nature’s work of art in different ways. I’m talking DSLR, iPhone, Boomerangs, time-lapse videos, panoramas, THE WORKS. Nothing will compare to the reality I’m experiencing, but that’s all right—I want to really live in, and relive, this moment over and over.


I’m trying my best not to succumb to my tech impulses, but I can’t help myself. My passions come alive when I see something this beautiful, and I’m weirdly driven to try to translate what I see to the screen. This scene will never be seen again as my eyes see it now, but I can do my best. So that’s what I do. I’m running all over this hill, standing on poles, peeking through fences, lying on the ground among flowers; you name it, I’m trying all angles. Even though I might look like an idiot, I honestly don’t care. I don’t know the people around me. Nothing matters in this moment other than the moment itself. I’m happy to enjoy its company.


Before I know it, I come back to reality. When I look down at my phone, an hour has somehow flown by. Eight forty-five p.m.? Whoa. I totally zoned out. That’s never really happened to me before, at least to this extent. But I guess when I lost myself in the moment, time lost itself to my joy. And, to me, these moments are what life is all about.


The light is fading fast; it’s gotten significantly colder, and the people who were around me have drifted away, disappearing quicker than the sun that now hides behind the hilltops. In front of me, the city of San Francisco is still alive with light—a glittering landscape, with cars zooming around, buildings illuminated, and the largest, clearest moon I’ve ever laid eyes on rising like a balloon. As soon as I think this night can’t get any better, it does. No exaggeration, it’s hypnotic.


My body begins to quiver. Not from excitement (I’m not that much of a nerd! . . . Well, I am, but whatever) but because it’s now freezing. I throw on the sweater I was given earlier in the day by Twitter (<3 u), and continue my mad attempt to capture the scene; to honor it; to frame the memory; to remember how it feels to be in this spot. I feel almost spiritual just by being here, which, from someone who’s not too spiritual, is saying something.





[image: Images]






[image: Images]





This will emerge as one of the more memorable moments of my life so far, and I’m really not sure why. Maybe it’s because I had eagerly anticipated what my happy place would feel like, and it exceeded all expectations. Maybe it was a simple, soulful moment that required no internal editing or filtering, no explanation. Or maybe it was a moment of pure joy that, deep down, I needed to feel alive again after going through some of the hardest months of my adult life. I’m not sure. But what I do know is that the time I spent on that hilltop—roughly two hours—flew by and left me wanting more. More time alone. More of these magical moments. More time to reflect. More time to appreciate the natural good in the world.


I went up there alone, empty-handed. I left alone, but walked away with a unique memory no one else will have; it was mine and mine alone to treasure. That’s so special to me. As I grow older, I wish for more of these snapshots of joy, to be able to string them together into a long line of happiness. To remember how life should feel. To remember to take time out by myself and appreciate both my own company and the world around me. The world is filled with happy places, but sometimes I forget to look for them or fail to see that I’m already in a happy place.


It’s impossible to recreate an experience exactly, especially one of such significance. No single experience can ever be the same or bring out the same emotional response. I could return to that same spot at sunset a month, a year, or a decade from now, and it would be different. But after that night, I’ll be looking a bit harder to stay present, paying better attention to individual moments of fleeting magic. It’s about making more of these memories, not about trying to remake them. That’s what this night was all about: it left me craving that feeling again—to be in my happy place and watch the world slow down to a near-stop while I sit, watch, wait, and listen.


I had dreamt about this solo mission for years, as cheesy as that sounds. Yet I never imagined it would leave such a lasting impression. I went there to live out a dream, and I left enriched with a memory. That’s something I couldn’t have planned or predicted. Ultimately, the value of an experience is largely left to chance, and I was lucky that this particular one wasn’t a letdown. At all.


In a way, I’m leaving a lot of my life up to chance these days. I’m leading a march of self-discovery into a thick forest, with no compass to guide me. Moments of glory, such as the one just described, let me know that I’m heading in the right direction. What direction that is, I don’t precisely know. I still feel so fucking lost, but that’s all right. That’s just how it is now. I’ll keep moving forward because standing still is not an option. You don’t find your happy places in life without putting one foot in front of the other.
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lemons cakes in a better place


light like a lemon cake


tickles like a feather


at the corners of my lips


makes them rise


for this moment


smells of sweet caramel


jolt my brain


back to life


the past matters less


for i am greater


than before


i was


so little


now bigger i stand


on my two feet


held by my own


taller than ever





unspoken bonds


I’m sure I’m not the only one who has convinced himself that no one else has ever gone through, or is going through, the same angst/turmoil/upsetting experience. No one understands my sadness. Not one person gets how it feels to be this jealous. Who has ever been as confused as I am right now? How could anyone ever understand me?!


    These are the kinds of thoughts that come into play every time I experience an intense feeling. I immediately isolate myself, thinking no one will understand, so why bother trying to explain? But you know what’s crazy? Emotions are the single most relatable thing out there. They represent a kind of unspoken bond that we share but, for some reason, are often reluctant to acknowledge. And yet when I’m going through a tough time, I feel so alone, led by the mistaken belief that my sweltering feelings are somehow unique to me.


Everyone knows what it’s like to be happy, sad, angry, or frustrated, and most of us can probably pinpoint a time when we felt those emotions the strongest. Sure, we experience them at different levels of intensity; my worst day will be completely different from yours. But we can identify with what someone is going through. And we can empathize with one another—that’s how we relate to each other. That’s our point of connection. That’s how a sixteen-year-old can talk to a sixty-five-year-old and find common ground. Because life is a feeling experience. All of us, no matter who we are or where we come from, feel something on some level. Acknowledge and accept that fact, and it becomes comforting. It means none of us is alone.


My struggle, my pain, my grief, my despair, my tears—they’re not uncommon. They’re shared. And once something is shared, it loses its isolating potential. That’s something I’ve come to realize—once I understood that I’m experiencing something that millions of others have endured before, and are enduring at the same time, it somehow makes it feel less frightening, less heavy, less individual.


Nowadays, when life starts to feel like a little too much, and when a certain emotion overwhelms me, I remind myself that I’m not the only person to ever feel this way. That makes it less daunting to speak up and reach out to a close friend or family member who can be by my side. No one is alone, however scary a feeling might be. And good people will be there for one another. The only difference behind one feeling or the next is the story behind it, but explaining that story lightens the load and, I guarantee you, does wonders in helping to ease the pain.
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